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Practical Theory of Wang Pi 
???
Yoshihide UCHIMURA 
In this essay， the author seeks to c1arify the logical structure in Wang Pi's (王弼 226-
249) ethical theory and to note its unique characteristics. Wang Pi is one of the leading 
Neo-Taoist philosophers of the Wei-Chin period (貌晋時代 220-420)，the auther of The Cmn-
mentary on the Chou・i(周易)and on Lao-tzu's Tao-le-ching (老子道徳経注).
In an analoysis of Wang Pi's systematic disoussion on the nature of ethical behavior in 
his co日.1mentaryon chapter thirty-eight of the Lao・tzu，the author first tries to clraw out 
the principle of Wang Pi's view on moral practice， that is， what he conciderecl to be the 
basis of moral actions. As Wang Pi grounds Being (有)or al existents in the Norトbeing
(無)， he has interpreted Lao-tzu、sidea of wu-wei (無為 non-actionor not taking any action) 
in terms of the formula“utilizing non-being as function)) (以無為用): 
How is a virtue to be completely fuJfilled? It is through non-being as function. 
As non-being is its function， al things will be embraced. 
(Commentary 0η the Lao-tzu， ch. 38) 
This function of non-being Wang Pi regards as the hsing (，生)or nature to al things which 
is by nature tzu・jan(自然)or spontaneous. On the basis of that， we may understand what 
he means by "using non-being as functiol1" to refer to how we ourselves or those people 
of things we come into practicaJ contact should function in accordance with our nature as 
well as Wang Pj's theory on the principle of moral 1コractice.
'0/ ang Pi llnderstands u川崎weias being rooted in te (徳 virtlle)，bllt it is te not based on 
what man himself mal~es (jen-wei人為， what is artificiaJ)， bllt te as based on what is innate 
to our being as man and given us natu1'ally or spontaneollsly. lt follows that he unde1'stands 
the basis of 11101'al action to Ije iηthe self a wareness of the natll1'al fllnctiong of what is 
already 1'epJete in ourselves as our“natural essence ，.and in the fll actualization or exten-
sion of such. 
Next the auther conciders the significance of Wang Pi's critique of the "inferior vertues 
(下徳)." Laoぺzuhas originally conside1'ed the Confucian understancling of jen (仁， h umani ty)， 
i (義， 1'igh teousness)， li(ネL.propiety)， etc. as“inferior" and clenied them as such. But Wang 
Pi's critique of such is not 50 unconditionally negative. He considers these to be the con-
crete manifestations of Wl十weiwhere-inωμーωeiis considered to be the mother， the root and 
these various virtues her sons， the branches. 
Accorclingly， Wang Pi interprets LaoぺZl'Soriticism of the inferior virtues as follows: 
The manifestation and extension of one's innate essence or wzρωei is cletermined by the 
variables of the situation that man finds himself in， sllch as time， place， ancl position. It 
takes on varying concrete expressions accorclingly. It follows then that it would be a mis-
take to consider such virtues as having any fixed forms to this natural extension of wu-wei. 
The inferior virtues he criticizes are dlle to this fixtllre of forms. 
The author thus llnderstands iVang Pi's vicw on the inferior virtlles under the rubic of 
an ethical theory. 1n this way， he is able， based on his commentary on such criticism in 
chapter 38 of tlze Lao-tzu， to recover the relevance of the variolls Confucian virtues of Jen， 
i， ti， etc. as a triumph of a Jogic based on ethical commitments. 
